
“It was an unexpected 
wind event.”

Managing the 
Unexpected in Fire-

Use Operations



Quiz

1  Will never happen.
2  Will rarely happen.
3  Will likely happen.
4  Very likely to happen.
5  It’s inevitable.



Context & Background



Technological Cure



Our History



More fire on the land!

–Kilgore: “We must find ways to 
reward risk taking…”

–Agee:  “Emphasizing just fuel 
reduction is a recipe for disaster.”

–Mutch:  the “double standard…”



33,000,000 Acres
90% Fire Dependent



Noble/Courageous
 
 
 

 
 
 

The Cascade II 
Prescribed Fire Review 

Supplemental Information 
 
 
 
 

Uinta National Forest 
Intermountain Region 
USDA Forest Service 

 
 
 
 



Holding Boss, Cerro Grande 
Prescribed Fire

• “Coming back here reopens the book on 
the darkest chapter in my life.  But if my 
participation here today helps prevent any 
of you from going down the road we 
did…it will all be worthwhile.”

Al King, Opening remarks Stand One of the Cerro Grande 
Staff Ride, May 2004



Safety Degrades

“Safety degrades; it, too has a half-life.  Why 
can’t we take for granted whatever level of 
safety that has been attained?  Because 
unless safety is continuously 
reaccomplished, it will decline…”

Aaron Wildavsky, Searching for Safety



Broad Objectives: Part 1-3

•Fresh ideas 
•Part I: Disasters
•Part II:  High reliability 
organizing

•Part III:  Roll up our sleeves



Part I:  Disasters

• 1.  DEFINE ACCIDENT & DISASTER.

• 2.  LIST TURNER’S STAGES OF A DISASTER.

• 3  GERALDTON PRESCRIBED BURN

• 4   CASE STUDIES 



Accident

• An unwanted event caused 
by people’s failure to apply 
existing precautions.



Disaster

• A threatening event caused 
by the collapse of what we 
thought were adequate 
precautions.



Turner’s Stages of a Disaster

• 1.  Predisaster starting point
• 2.  Incubation period
• 3.  Undesirable event
• 4.  Onset
• 5.  Suppression, rescue and salvage
• 6.  Full cultural readjustment



Surprise!



Incubation Phase

• Unnoticed “little” events
• Culture of deviance
• Normalization of error
• Nature of the workplace changes





Ontario Logging



Geraldton PB-3
August    22, 1979

• Pop:               2400
• Harvest:          Clearcut   1978         
• Temp:             73 degrees
• R.H.:               66%
• Wind:              South 5-7 mph
• Size:               148 Acres
• Topography:   Flat to rolling



Crew Background

Policies in place
Good track record
Record fire season
Trees coming



















Investigation Report

Time running out
Incoming weather
Sense of accomplishment
Ignition crews not briefed
Ignition patterns fragmented
Over-confidence
Test fire
Seven inexperienced people



Geraldton Cultural Readjustment



Case Studies

Glover Ridge Wildlife Burn, 1974



Case Studies

Anderson Creek, Boise NF



Case Studies

Old Faithful Crown Fire, Sept. 7, 1988



Accident or Disaster?



Deep Survival?



Incubation Phase!















From Final Report, “Special Commission on the 
1999 Texas A&M Bonfire

• “…the central message is clear.  
The collapse was about physical 
failures driven by organizational 
failures, the origins of which span 
decades…No single factor 
caused the collapse…”
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